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1. The Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) is the representative voice of all Scottish Local Authorities both nationally and internationally and it has long being advocating strong, consistent Structural Funds in which local communities are given the means to prosper and where the partnership principle, whereby Local Authorities are fully involved in the design and implementation of the programmes, is fully applied.
2. The below officer-level technical submission is based on existing COSLA politically agreed responses to the European Commission consultations on the Future of EU Territorial Cohesion but more specifically it draws from the views and practical experience we gathered by local practitioners for a recent submission to the Scottish Parliament.
Overview:
3. COSLA interest on EU Cohesion is at both at a political and policy design level as well as on a short term and long term perspective: 

4. COSLA has been actively influencing the content of the current Scottish Operational Programmes 2007-2013 and has appointed two political representatives at the LUPS Programme Monitoring Committee as well as engaging at officer level with both Scottish Government European Structural Funds Division, Scotland’s four European Consortia and individual Council experts and practitioners. 

5. At the long term policy development level COSLA has been very active in the ongoing discussion on the Future of EU Cohesion policy. We have consistently, and so far quite successfully, argued at the current EU level discussions that areas such as Scotland should continue receiving EU Structural Funds post 2013 in those particularly deprived or spatially affected local areas where EU added value funding can be maximized. We believe that local programming and local partnerships are the best instruments for that. 

6. Drawing on existing COSLA positions and ongoing discussions with our Member Councils we are also working on and trying to influence the current high level discussions on how to further simplify the management of the EU Structural Funds of which the recent reform packages of the current Regulations and the temporary application of more flexible State Aid rules are first steps which we fully support. 

Key demands

7. COSLA does actively support and encourage ambitious simplification and reforms of the EU Structural Funds post 2013 – as witnessed by our engagement on the ongoing discussions on simplification already taking place in Brussels at political and senior official level on simplification. 

8. Indeed, the following points are already part of well established and politically agreed COSLA positions:

9. Subsidiarity and more flexible approach: We clearly support the full use of the subsidiarity and partnership principles within Cohesion Policy as a way of streamlining payments and reducing administrative burden to local practitioners. The new wording of the proposed Lisbon Treaty Article 317 TFEU article could facilitate a further devolution to the sub-Member State level. However, we would caution against full Commission disengagement from the operation of the OPs as this would weaken a level playing field across the EU. 

10. Simplification: COSLA has consistently argued for a further simplification of the funds, namely via a Single Operational Programme – Single Fund – Single eligibility rules basis. While acknowledging the technical or practical difficulties this might entail we believe that this is a sensible solution to reduce the burden on smaller local funding practitioners. Indeed, in the current recession and in a context of stable or even a decreasing availability of EU funds, it is imperative that overlaps between EU funds are removed. Whatever the final decision on the architecture of the programmes is, COSLA believes that the bottom line is that the local beneficiaries should not lose out. Ideally funding officers should have a “one-stop-shop” point of access to all EU Structural Funds and, eventually, the Rural Development Funds as well. 

11. Partnership: COSLA has consistently argued for a robust deployment of the partnership principle both at local level and as regards to the national level. We have also argued for legally binding rules with clearly verifiable implementation criteria. Similarly, we see the Single Outcome Agreements, whose rules COSLA negotiated with the Scottish Government, as an EU-wide best practice example of national-local relationship that could be applied in other EU nations and regions as well as with the EU institutions. 

12. Consistency between Cohesion Policy and other EU policies: While we recognise the role that EU Cohesion Policy plays in helping the local economic and social development we believe that there is a great potential for ensuring consistency, synergies and a removal of overlap among EU Policies with a territorial dimension. This is particularly the case between Cohesion Policy and Rural Development, but also as regards to the EU Transport, EU environmental policy and last but not least EU Internal Market Policy. Improvements of the latter would be particularly welcome as, while not providing additional funding, more localised EU rules could allow that Councils make the best possible use of its reduced financial resources. In this respect the temporary easing of State Aid rules is welcomed but there is more room for improvement if the Commission fully applied the principle in the draft Lisbon Treaty Protocol of Services of General Interest outlining “the essential role and the wide discretion of national, regional and local authorities in providing, commissioning and organising services of general economic interest as closely as possible to the needs of the users”. 

13. Use of funding vehicles that combine EU grant and loans: COSLA is aware of proposals to establish JEREMIE and JESSICA EIB schemes in Scotland. We are interested in supporting the initial work underway on the business case for the JESSICA, but await further information on any proposals that might emerge concerning a Scottish JEREMIE. In both cases we would want to ensure that local accountability of any local financial resources or in kind contributions that are transferred to such funding vehicle is guaranteed. 

What could be changed to allow programmes to adapt to the new economic environment and contribute to recovery?
14. The starting point to address this question is whether we are considering changes during the current period (2007-2013) or for a new generation of EU Structural Funds. 
15. As mentioned in the introduction, COSLA welcomes the change to more flexible criteria in the EU Structural Funds Regulations and welcome the recent packages tabled by the Commsision. However, the long term economic development perspective of EU Structural Funds would limit the potential to proceed with radical changes during the present financial period without creating difficulties for managing authorities and practitioners to adapt to new rules. 
16. This is especially since EU Structural Funds rules apply to all EU regions or at the very least by groups of “old” and “new” Member States. We understand that the Commission would not be prepared to enter into any radical rule changes that would result in an avalanche of renegotiation of OPs or NSRF as the Commission does not have sufficient administrative capacity to manage this. 

17. On this point is is worth remembering that the European Union already has financial instruments that are geared to responding to sudden shocks: the €500bn Globalisation Adjustment Fund for precisely answering to economic situations such as the present one and the €1bn European Solidarity Fund (managed by DG REGIO) for industrial and technological disasters. Its small size was a political choice during the Financial Perspective negotiatiosn back in 2006 so it could be open to question whether the EU budget review could revisit this issue. 

18. In terms of specific improvements during the current period, we have received views from our member council practitioners stating that a less bureaucratic approach to programme implementation is needed, whereby more flexibility is available in terms of adjusting timescales and targets to take in account of the currently changing economic environment; 
19. Similarly, and in line with the new SF Regulations, decision making needs to be streamlined to ensure an accelerated issuing of formal grant offers and of confirmation of awards. As part of the same approach, the compliance and payment processes need to be greatly simplified to ensure that the approved projects can be quickly delivered on the ground. Scottish Government guidance on the application in Scotland of recent EU simplification measures on revenue generating projects wouls be welcome. 
20. A strong strategic dialogue within Managing Authoritires and  them with  local partners is also needed to ensure consistent, complementary and joined up activity on the ground between local projects within the Scottish Structural Funds Operational Programmes and domestic programmes such as Job Centre Plus and Skills Development Scotland, Flexible New Deal and other relevant initiatives coming from other Scottish and UK agencies. 

21. Consistent with this, practitioners argue for a more strategic approach from the Managing Authority that could ensure a predictability in the contributions from the EU and councils. Local services need to be geared to combat the crisis and partly financed by Structural Funds, maximise what is available to them and do not suffer from short to medium term funding gaps caused by currency fluctuation or competing demands from diminised local finances due to the crisis. Local practicioners argue that particular value can be maximized from the potential of Community Planning Partnerships to provide innovative response for both systemic and short term demands for employability and skills support. 
22. Local Structural Funds practitioners also suggest that measures such as retrospective awards already attempted in the 2000-2006 period could also be used in the current one as to speed up the application processes. 

23. Finally, practitioners supported the idea of broadening broaden the proposals to further simplify and speed up Structural Funds payments with the extension to all EU 27 Member States of the N+3 rule currently applicable to the “new” 12 EU Member States. 

24. This, along with actions proposed at the las period, would add to the much desired flexibility needed to adapt to the changing economic environment and would be of particular value in ensuring the beneficial use of the substantial additional funding that has become available in those Member States, as in the UK, where the Euro has significantly strengthened against the local currencies since the allocations were originally set two years ago. 

25. Possible specific avenues of improvement

26. In addition to the above principles we are now discussing with practitioners from our member Councils the merits of the below further simplification ideas that we are aware are already being discussed at EU official and political level:

27. to apply a flat-rate system for technical assistance for both ERDF and ESF 

28. to define a higher rate of tolerable error for audit purposes 

29. to apply a system of flat rates, overheads and standard costs to reduce administrative burden 

30. to use less restrictive evaluation criteria for innovative projects (to avoid current risk averse culture) 

31. to reduce the maximum of years the documents have to be electronically stored from 10 to 3 years. 

32. to provide more consistent guidance applicable to all SF and Rural Development programmes in respect of record keeping requirements and applicable for the whole life of the programmes 

33. to agree more efficient mechanisms for storage and retention of documents e.g. electronically only or scanned. 

34. to create EU-wide database of best (as well as bad) practices 

35. for DG REGIO to create special Units to receive complaints from practitioners (not just Managing Authorities) on problems in applying the SF Regulations as well as one to advise on best practices 

36. DG REGIO and the Council Cohesion Working Group to regularly meet with Regional and Local stakeholders 

37. Merging the National NSRF+Lisbon Reform Programmes (potentially with links to other national programmes such as energy efficiency, transport, climate change strategies) 

38. Shortening the Financial Perspectives period from 7 to 5 years and link it with the European legislative term, as just proposed by the European Parliament 

39. As discussed, above Single OPs for ESF and ERDF, potentially for EAFRD too (of course this would apply if Single Fund-Single OP principle emerges as basis for the future of SF) – Alternatively, both funds could remain but with pretty much the same eligibility and management rules. 

40. Two-tier OPs, including one fixed part covering the fundamentals that can only be reviewed using the current process of authorisation whereas the remaining sections could be just subject of a simplified procedure (via Commission authorisation letter)
Whether it makes sense that ERDF funding applications have to foresee future income. 

41. To allow auditing and control to be exercised nationally with only European Commission certifying the total MS envelope – there are Treaty issues here but there are emerging arguments for it to be explored. The sensitive issue of differentiated control depending on which MS could also be raised on this context. 

42. More flexibility rules to move financial allocations between ERDF and ESF and well as even between OPs 
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